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After two years in which dozens of witnesses testified before a tribunal in Rome detailing crimes
that Bolivian, Chilean, Peruvian, and Uruguayan dictatorships committed during the last 25 years of
the 20th century, Italian judges issued a ruling on Jan. 17 that disappointed the complainants.
Under the principle of universal jurisdiction for prosecuting crimes against humanity, the Italian
justice system put on trial 32 South American military and civilian defendants who had participated
in assassinations and disappearances under Plan Cóndor, a repressive, coordinated plan applied by
their regimes (NotiSur July 7, 2000, June 19, 2009, and Sept. 13, 2013). The prosecution had asked for
life sentences for all of those accused of killing 43 people of Italian descent but born in one of those
four countries, but the judges sentenced only eight of them––seven military men and one civilian––
and absolved the rest.
“We feel defrauded, and so we will appeal this judgment,” said Raúl Sendic, Uruguay’s vice
president, the only government complainant in this cause.
And María Elena Boschi, political representative of the Italian Council of Ministers, lamented, “For
the Italian government, it was fundamental that justice be done.”
Journalist Daniel Gatti said the military criteria of “due obedience” had prevailed in Rome. “They
sentenced the military and civilian leaders who gave the orders to kill, but not the assassins who
kidnapped, tortured, killed, and stole the babies of their prisoners,” said Gatti, the son of Gerardo
Gatti, an Italian-Uruguayan printer who was kidnapped in Buenos Aires in 1976 and has never been
found. The civilian and military leaders that Gatti alluded to are, from Uruguay, former minister of
foreign relations Juan Carlos Blanco (the sole civilian), General Luis García Meza and Colonel Luis
Arce Gómez; from Chile, military leaders Hernán Ramírez and Rafael Ahumada; and from Peru,
Generals Francisco Morales Bermúdez and Germán Ruiz Figueroa, and former Commander in Chief
of the Army Pedro Richter Prada.
In Uruguay, Mirtha Guianze, president of the National Human Rights Institution (Institución
Nacional de Derechos Humanos), an agency that operates under the legislature, as well as the
plaintiffs, attorneys, and the families of the victims, placed the acquittal of 12 of the 13 accused
Uruguayans on the shoulders of one man, Jorge Tróccoli, according to the Uruguayan weekly
Brecha. Tróccoli, now an Italian citizen, was a former ship captain who kidnapped more than
20 people in Argentina and has lived freely in the outskirts of Rome since 2002, when he fled
Montevideo to elude Uruguayan justice, Brecha reported.
“Tróccoli was the only beneficiary of the sentence that disappointed Sendic, left Guianze
speechless, and infuriated the family members of the victims,” Brecha wrote. “The others have
already been condemned [in Uruguay], some enjoying house arrest (former Foreign Minister Blanco
and Cols. José Gavazzo and Ernesto Ramas), one recently died (former dictator Gregorio Álvarez
[1981-1985]) and the remaining are housed in a VIP prison.”
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US role debated during the trial
In the first Plan Cóndor trial––held in Buenos Aires between March 2013 and May 2016, and in
which only members of the Argentine and Uruguayan dictatorships were tried––the administrations
of US Presidents Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and Ronald Reagan were at the center of the
accusations (NotiSur, June 1, 2001, and April 12, 2013). They were again in Rome, where they were
called promoters of the state terrorism program deployed in the Southern Cone. Although former
US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger was not included among the accused, his name came up
repeatedly in the complaints. Luis Alén, who served as undersecretary of Protection of Human
Rights in Argentina’s Department of Human Rights from 2011 to 2015, described Kissinger as “the
father of the Cóndor.”
When the Roman court asked Alén to substantiate his accusations against the US, he explained that
the result of investigations, as well as State Department documents, lead to that conclusion, and
referred to the open file presented by the prosecutors to the Italian judiciary. “Kissinger signed or
was the recipient of practically all of the US diplomatic documents, declassified since 2001, in which
reference is made to a plan of extermination,” he said.
Once the verdict was issued, Frank Campero, attorney for General García Meza of Bolivia, said
he would appeal the sentence. He gave an indirect response to the question the judges asked
Alén: “We will prove that the general never participated in Plan Cóndor because during his
administration, there was no US Embassy, and the Central Intelligence Agency was not operating in
the country, at least not legally.”
Among the many relatives, researchers, and officials who testified before the Roman tribunal were
Chilean Senator Isabel Allende, daughter of President Salvador Allende, who died in a Sept. 11,
1973, coup in Santiago de Chile; Estela de Carlotto, head of the celebrated Grandmothers of the
Plaza de Mayo in Argentina; Macarena Gelman, the granddaughter of the poet Juan Gelman,
a member of Congress for the governing Frente Amplio of Uruguay who as a newborn was
appropriated by her parents’ murderers and became one of the emblematic victims of Plan Cóndor;
and Mariana Zaffaroni, another kidnapped child, who also became a symbol for the search for
babies taken as the spoils of war by those responsible for Plan Cóndor.
According to the complaints, one of the most important pieces of evidence included in the
investigation dossier, and therefore known to the Roman tribunal, is a September 1976 telegram
in which an FBI agent explained to the US Embassy in Buenos Aires that Cóndor was dedicated
to the gathering and exchange of information of leftist, communists, or Marxists with the goal of
eliminating their activities through the development of joint operations. Weeks before that, a US
State Department cable dated August 18 indicated that Kissinger was aware that the plans included
assassinations of subversives, politicians, and prominent figures, inside and outside the borders
of their countries of origin. The Chilean dictatorship had already begun this practice, precisely in
Rome, when on Oct. 6, 1975, it attacked Bernardo Leighton, one of the few leaders of the Christian
Democratic party who condemned the coup that brought down Allende. On Sept. 21, 1976, Orlando
Letelier, Allende’s last foreign minister, was killed in Washington, D.C. (NotiSur, Dec. 1, 2000).
Soon after the Roman tribunal’s ruling was known, Macarena Gelman repudiated the acquittals
and took special note of “Alén’s enlightening plea when he denounced the United States’ criminal
role.” Alén had presented the court with an August 1978 document, signed by then-US Ambassador
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to Paraguay Robert White, indicating that, according to the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the Paraguayan
Army, the Pentagon’s Panama Canal facilities were being used to coordinate intelligence among
Southern Cone countries. “Obviously, this is the Cóndor network that we’ve all heard of,”
White said. The document quoted by Alén is one of the 4,677 documents declassified by the US
government in 2003 that directly implicate Kissinger and other senior US officials between 1974 and
1989 in crimes committed by South American dictatorships.

Torture methods detailed
Many of the declassified documents released by South American media outlets include detailed
descriptions of different forms of torture used within the framework of Plan Cóndor. In a 1979
memo that also is included in the prosecution’s dossier, the embassy in Buenos Aires made this
list: “cigarette burns; rape; violent dental, fingernail, and eye extractions; waterboarding; burning
detainees’ bodies with oil or acid; and even castration.” A report made by the diplomatic mission
in 1977 shows how pregnant women were tortured with electricity, and how their heads were
immersed in water until they nearly suffocated. The report also detailed physical or mechanical
violation, the introduction of rats and spiders into vaginas, and strikes on the women’s stomachs.
In his closing statement, Luca Ventrella, an attorney representing the presidency of Italy’s Council
of Ministers, set forth a moving and highly political argument that the Roman justices, nevertheless,
did not take into consideration.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the court,” he began, “what we are living is a historical ruling, although
not a judgment on history, as history has already given its verdict. This is a criminal trial [that
involves] victims and butchers––victims of flesh and bone, even though most of them do not have
bones because they have disappeared.” Ventrella compared Tróccoli’s declarations with those of
the German war criminal Erich Priebke, a mid-level Nazi commander condemned in 1998 to life
imprisonment when he was 85 years old. The now-acquitted Tróccoli had claimed the principle of
“due obedience” to justify his participation in the crimes. Ventrella argued, “There’s no ideology
that justifies barbarism when one has the moral duty to disobey.” For Ventrella, the crimes that were
judged in Rome were indefensible because time does not erase wounds that are continually revived
by a lack of restitution of the victims’ remains.

-- End --
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